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N.F.S. Grundtvig's Approach to Christian
Community and Civic Responsibility
by Mark C. Mattes

A

perennial concern of Christian social ethics is the attempt to
discern the best paradigm for relating the Christian faith and life to
wider culture. H. Richard Niebuhr's typology1 of how Christ relates
to culture, i. e., "Christ against culture" (sectarian), "Christ above
culture" (Roman Catholic), "Christ transforming culture"
(Reformed), "Christ of culture" (liberal Protestant), and "Christ and
culture in paradox" (Lutheran) continues to provide a helpful
framework in which to understand the role of the Christian ethos in
public life. One important interpretation of this latter type, "Christ
and culture in paradox" is that of the nineteenth century Danish
church leader and scholar Nicolaj F. S. Grundtvig (1783-1872), who
in a poem once expressed his mature perspective on the relationship
between faith and culture as "Human first and then a Christian"
[Menneske f0rst og Kristen sa].2 For Grundtvig, this phrase
encapsulates the proper relationship between the Christian life and
social ethics. He believes that the development of one's humanity is
a crucial prerequisite for the task of Christian discipleship and that
due to this truth, Christians should strive to advance human selfawareness in the public realm. This thesis implies three important
ramifications: (1) Grundtvig's Irenaeus-inspired perspective on the
gospel as powerfully life-affirming is capable of unleashing potential
for the development of human social welfare, (2) Grundtvig's
emphases on the person as an individual-in-community can offer a
corrective to the excessive individualism that plagues contemporary
American life, and (3) Grundtvig's perspective on civic
responsibility might lead us to position ethical issues as often
questions of how to promote the best stewardship of human life and
not only as questions of justice. Grundtvig's mature reflection on
civic responsibility is intertwined with his intellectual and churchly
career, 3 his views on Christian authority, divine revelation, and
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community, and his view on how Christianity interrelates with his
view of culture or, in his word, "folk life" [folkelighed].
Grundtvig's Intellectual and Churchly Career
Several distinctive spiritual and intellectual movements of the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries influenced the young
Grundtvig, including Pietism, Rationalism, and Romanticism.
Grundtvig's father, a dedicated Danish priest, was a pietistic,
"penitential" Lutheran whose ministry in the village of Udby
focused on preaching a message of repentance and conversion,
godly living, and honoring God in public worship.
While
Grundtvig's father inculcated this form of piety in his children, he
also allowed the child Nicolaj access to his library and with that the
opportunity to investigate the wider world. Later, as a young
intellectual, Grundtvig's childhood faith was shattered by
Rationalism's criticism of biblical miracles and the Bible as an
inerrant, historically accurate text. More importantly, Romanticism's
affirmation of national identity, the human spirit, the gamut of
human emotions, the heritages of medieval and pre-Christian
Europe, as Grundtvig learned it through his scholarly cousin Henrik
Steffens, helped Grundtvig chart his intellectual career as a linguist,
poet, and historian. After passing his University examinations in
theology in 1803, he began an extensive study of Old Norse and
Icelandic that would serve as an intellectual focus for the rest of his
life. The early results of this study appeared in 1808 with his book
on Norse mythology, Nordens Mytologi.
The young Grundtvig was beginning to blossom intellectually;
however, his aging father was unable to fully fulfill his pastoral
duties at Udby and both Grundtvig's parents were urging him to
assist his father in his need. With some hesitancy Grundtvig sought
ordination. Grundtvig's trial sermon, preached in March of 1810
and which the university examiner passed with high marks, was
published under the title "Why has the Lord's word disappeared
from his house?" Grundtvig's sermon passionately denounced the
clergy of Copenhagen for their inability to preach the gospel
effectively. Leading churchmen were offended with Grundtvig's
attack, and they successfully sought to marginalize his ministry for
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several years. The prospects of ordination forced the issue of where
Grundtvig himself stood religiously. He was troubled by the
rationalistic criticisms of orthodox Christian faith. The anticipation
of returning to his childhood home, symbolizing the conservative
pietistic faith in which he was raised, aggravated his need to define
and to establish his own faith stance. By New Year 1811, Grundtvig
was suffering what many today would call a nervous breakdown.
Grundtvig's pietistic father would recognize his symptoms as that of
Anfa!gtelser, 4 turmoil over one's sins and the recognition that one
needs to receive salvation. The outcome of Grundtvig's inner
struggle was conversion, the conviction that he could not live
without Christ; thus the prodigal returned to the pietistic faith of his
father.
After his father's death in 1813, Grundtvig returned to
Copenhagen and pursued a literary career. Naturally, Grundtvig's
return to conservative Christianity influenced his studies. As a
Christian intellectual confronting an increasingly secular outlook
among educated Northern Europeans, he took up the mantle of an
apologist. As a historian he saw history as a field that testifies to
God's work in the world. In 1812, 1814, and 1817 he published his
World Chronicles, a unified, but not wholly objective, presentation of
European history as the theater of God's activity. This attempt at an
overt defense of Christianity on historical grounds barred him from
university history appointments, which he sought. Although not
well received as a historian, the young Grundtvig succeeded as a
linguist. He translated three major texts between 1815 and 1821: (1)
Beowulf, (2) Saxo Grammaticus' The Chronicles of Denmark, and (3)
Snorri Sturluson's The Chronicles of the Kings of Norway.
In 1822, he was appointed to the prestigious position of assistant
pastor at the Church of Our Savior [Var Frelsers] in Copenhagen.
Here Grundtvig's work as a Christian apologist5 came to a head.
Grundtvig wanted a Christianity that was grounded in apostolic
faith and life. As much as Grundtvig treasured the Bible, he
recognized that the Bible might not serve as the best basis for
securing the apostolic faith of the church since historical critics were
relentlessly challenging the Bible's historical accuracy. Grundtvig's
study of the ancient church, particularly the thought of the early
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bishop Irenaeus of Lyons (c.130 - c.200), 6 suggested that apostolic
faith could thrive in the church by means of the oral tradition,
independent of the Bible as we now understand it. The church
existed and succeeded for several hundred years prior to the official
canonization of writings known as the New Testament.
Grundtvig's religious insight of the importance of the Christian
oral tradition as establishing a sense of churchly identity and
spiritual vision for early Christians was paralleled by his studies of
Scandinavian myths, stories, and early history that likewise
provided an identity for the ancient peoples of the North. Both his
studies in Irenaeus and linguistics led Grundtvig to his "matchless
discovery" [Magel0se Opdagelse] that the truth of the Gospel is
grounded in the oral tradition of the communal life of the Christian
fellowship itself, as it has come from the instruction of the
resurrected Jesus Christ himself, and not-as the apologist would
have it-on the external discernment of God's work outside the
church in secular history or in a defense of the Bible on purely
historical or literary terms. For the mature Grundtvig, the truth of
the Christian faith is expressed in the church by means of the
apostolic confession of faith, which is itself a response to the
resurrected, living Jesus Christ who himself builds up his
community of faith by means of the sacraments of baptism and
communion.
In 1825, Grundtvig tested his new outlook on scripture and the
church in a polemic with the young theological professor H. N.
Clausen, who, as a disciple of Schleiermacher, had written a book on
the differences between Protestantism and Catholicism. Grundtvig
discerned a rationalistic perspective on the Bible underlying
Clausen's outlook on Protestantism. In his response "The Church's
Rejoinder" 7 [Kirkens Gienrncele] Grundtvig harshly condemned
Clausen's views by arguing that it is not the Bible but Christ who
speaks "the living word" [det levende Ord] that establishes the faith
and confession of the church. Clausen sought legal retaliation
against Grundtvig because of the harshness of Grundtvig's polemic.
The outcome was that Grundtvig was under censure until 1837. The
emotional challenges of dealing with this conflict also led Grundtvig
to resign his pastorate in 1826.
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While this conflict and Grundtvig's resignation from his pastorate
were tragic moments in his career, they opened an opportunity for
him to do research that would fuel his future calling as a social
prophet and renewer of society. Although Grundtvig consistently
failed to bond with the Danish ecclesiastical hierarchy, he had the
approval of the Danish royal family. The king offered Grundtvig a
royal stipend to finance his study of ancient Anglo-Saxon
manuscripts in 1829, 1830, and 1831. While this study of ancient
Anglo-Saxon manuscripts was valuable in and of itself, Grundtvig's
outlook on life was radically altered by exposure to the social,
industrial, educational, and governmental changes that modem
Britain was undergoing. It would lead Grundtvig to develop a
perspective on the importance of general adult education for the
Danish peasantry and a democratic outlook for both temporal and
ecclesiastical govemment. 8 In 1832, Grundtvig was appointed an
evening preacher at Christianshavn. But it was his appointment as
chaplain at an old people's home, Vartov, in Copenhagen in 1839
that would serve as the spiritual and literary base for his prophetic,
reformist ideas.
In 1832, Grundtvig published a new edition of his Nordens
Mytologi in which he argued for a renewal of civic life by
establishing a folk high school that would provide general education
for the masses, and thus raise their self-awareness of their
responsibilities as a people. 9 Gone was the crusading and apologetic
ideal of Grundtvig's youth. It was replaced with the proposal that
Christians should work with non-Christians of good will when they
both are seeking a better world for all people. In 1833, Grundtvig
began to rework his Universal History by deleting its apologetic
stance and rationale. Instead, Grundtvig's historical work was now
written, as he phrased it, for the school and not the church.
Throughout the late 1830s and 1840s, Grundtvig promoted the
concept of folk high schools to awaken the common people to their
humanity, community identity and responsibility, and overall
physical, emotional, and spiritual well being.
Disciples of
10
Grundtvig, such as Christen Kold (1816-1870), helped organize
these schools, which continue to invigorate Danish social life as well
as the social life of other countries. 11 On the anniversary of his fiftieth
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year of ordination he was made an honorary bishop by the Danish
king, and in 1848 he was honored by his nation, whose government
was in the process of becoming a constitutional monarchy, by being
elected to government office. Grundtvig worked and ministered to
the day before his death at 89 years old.

Grundtvig's Views on Authority, Revelation, and Community
As is clear, Grundtvig was not a professional theologian; however,
he was a scholar and churchman who was deeply committed to the
renewal of the Christian faith in Denmark. His quest to help renew
Danish church life focuses on the questions of theological authority,
divine revelation, and the nature of the Christian congregation itself.
Although throughout his career Grundtvig was concerned with
theorizing about revelation, authority, and the church with an eye to
Luther, it is clear that other than the Bible itself, Irenaeusparticularly his anti-gnostic stance-has had the most important
impact on Grundtvig's religious thinking. 12 For Irenaeus, Christ
experiences or recapitulates each stage of human life and thereby
transfigures or sanctifies each stage in the human life cycle. Irenaeus
also, like the author(s) of Ephesians and Colossians offers a cosmic,
earthly, communal, and churchly scope to God the Father's selfrevelation in Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit. The upshot of
Irenaeus' down-to-earth and corporate spirituality for Grundtvig,
according to Arthur Allchin, is that eternity transfigures time and
that time gives feeling to eternity-eternity is not empty of time. 13
For Grundtvig, eternity and time can be seen to interrelate in the
liturgy. Hence, Allchin also notes the importance of "liturgical
realism" 14 for Grundtvig. Jesus Christ is present to his congregation
in the living words embodied in baptism and board (the Lord's
Supper), the apostolic confession of faith, 15 hymns, and the sermon.
The church as a congregation, then, is not an impersonal collectivity,
but a communion of persons made free in the Holy Spirit. Salvation,
for Grundtvig, is unquestionably a communal experience, 16 personal,
but not private. Our Christian identities are marked by the
baptismal cross of Christ and are relationally joined to the destinies
of one another. Unlike the current North American ideology of
individualism, particularly in its "utilitarian" form (you can lift
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yourself up by your own boot straps) and "expressivist" form
(nothing is ever as important as your own individual self-expression,
provided you do not hurt anyone else), 17 Grundtvig's view of
ecclesial humanity is such that one's identity qua Christian is
defined in relation to the Holy Trinity and the assembled fellowship
of those baptized in the triune name.
The anti-gnostic dimension of Grundtvig's approach to the gospel
provides a life-affirming response to the life-denying, superspirituality of penitential Scandinavian Lutheran pietism. Due to his
work on Irenaeus, Grundtvig was no longer the pietist of his youth.
While the young Grundtvig was sympathetic with the pietists in
their quest to live frugal, pure, and zealous lives of holiness and
prayer, his mature, Irenaean approach to the gospel was inclined to
view this form of Christian discipleship as a flight from the world, a
rejection of much that God has made in the creation, including our
bodies and our familial and social bonds. Grundtvig's affirmation
"Human first and then a Christian" is a reaction against all earthdenying, world-rejecting approaches to the Christian faith.
Grundtvig, following Irenaeus, sees the gospel of the incarnation, in
which Christ sanctifies all the stages of human life, as the best
medicine for a misguided, super-spiritual approach to the gospel.
More seriously, the implication of Grundtvig's adoption of
Irenaeus's perspective leads one to conclude that Grundtvig
disagrees with a stance that would claim that original sin eradicates
the inherent goodness of human nature. Here his thought parallels
that of Luther for whom the human will as bound by sin expresses
itself as the refusal to be natural, in harmony with God's good
creation so that one can pretend to be one's own god for oneself.18
Grundtvig, not a professional theologian, does not document his
similarities and differences from Luther. His tendency, usually, is to
see himself as advancing Luther's theology; and, in many respects
his perspectives do not so much seem to contradict the Lutheran
tradition as to lead it into new areas of theological and social
reflection. 19 Clearly, Luther's view of the gospel as a living voice
(viva vox evangeli) and Grundtvig's view of the Christian oral
tradition as a "living word" presuppose language as dynamic and
life framing. However, for Grundtvig, particularly in his youth, God
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is evident in history. He has no notion, unlike Luther, of a deus
absconditus. Furthermore, unlike Luther, for whom redeemed
humanity is recreated from the nothingness of sin and death,
Grundtvig thinks that it is the fall that is repeated for humanity over
and over again, and not creation. The creation is a secure foundation
for the affirmation of humanity's primordial and abiding goodness,
because for Grundtvig the image of God (imago Dei) abides in
humanity. The fall by no means can annihilate it.
For Grundtvig, the point of contact between God and humanity is
not a shared reason, but a human word, a "living word" (det levende
Ord), which is capable of corresponding to the divine word. 20 For
both Luther and Grundtvig, only Christ can save humanity from sin
and death and proffer new life. Grundtvig is no pelagian. However,
there is a sense for Grundtvig that what Luther calls God's "left
hand," God's work in the world apart from the church, is not merely
to restrain sin, but to encourage the instinct for life as present in
various cultural manifestations as valid in its own right. Indeed, for
Grundtvig, it is not merely humanity that reflects God's image, but
also the entire earth.21 Hence, Grundtvig's view of God's action in
the creation is cosmic in scope and not merely limited to the human
realm. When Grundtvig affirms "Human first and then a Christian,"
he means that one must be able to become aware of one's natural,
native, or created life-instinct22 before it is any good to tell someone
about eternal life. Grundtvig is not suggesting that human life on its
own is self-sufficient and not in need of eternal life. Rather, he is
simply unpacking his supposition that humanity is a "divine
experiment" 23 [Guddommeligt Experiment], a combination of spirit
and matter, and that one must become conscious of this truth before
one can benefit from the eternal life of the gospel. For Grundtvig,
then, those who belong to God by means of a new relationship with
God constitute the church by faith. The human, by contrast, is
constituted by the fellowship of those who are created in God's
image, whether they acknowledge this truth or not. In Ernest D.
Nielsen's words, Grundtvig believes that humans must find
themselves before they can find God. 24
For Grundtvig, the church's authority is grounded in the oral
tradition of faith in Jesus Christ, itself received from the "mouth of
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the Lord" [Herrens Mund]. Originally, Grundtvig conceived this
oral tradition as best codified in the Apostles' Creed, and he even
toyed with the theory that the resurrected Jesus himself produced
this Creed and taught it to the disciples prior to his Ascension. Later
he was to affirm that even if the Apostles' Creed did not come
directly from Jesus himself, its importance is that it genuinely
expresses the apostolic confession of faith as based on the experience
of the first disciples' fellowship with the risen Lord. The Lord
continues to develop his body of disciples by means of this "living
word" as it is embodied in the church's confession of faith and her
sacraments.
By means of this oral tradition, the church is
anamnestic-that is, the past is alive and speaks in the present as the
sacramental means of grace connects it to the present. The Spirit's
agency in the church is to continue this diachronic dimension of the
oral tradition, which as Ernest Nielsen sees it, is a "linear" (through
time), not a ''punctiliar" (all at once) 25 experience that allows eternity
to transfigure time in the liturgical life of the congregation. Ecclesial
experience for Grundtvig is decidedly embodied, dynamic,
corporate, and simultaneously traditioned by the past and
transformed in light of the future. Most importantly, for the mature
Grundtvig, ecclesial experience does not exorcise common human
experience, but instead builds on it, affirms it, and furthers it.

Grundtvig's View of Culture and Civic Responsibility
Based in his anti-gnostic, pro-human spirituality, his sense of the
person's identity as grounded in community, as well as his profound
respect for the indigenous cultural identity of a people as it is
expressed in its folk life, the mature Grundtvig (after 1832) was
prepared to argue that the distinctive Christian social ethic is to find
ways to aid humanity in its quest for genuine self-affirmation and
advancement. Undoubtedly, contemporary anthropology would
question whether or not Grundtvig's notion of folk life has an
adequate empirical basis as understood by current scientific
standards. For our purposes, it can serve as an important notion by
which to decipher Grundtvig's notion of civic responsibility. By
"folk life" Grundtvig means the heritage of a people, that which
gives substance to a common identity, or a living bond, which
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defines a people. 26 With his work in ancient and medieval
Scandinavian linguistics, mythology, and history, Grundtvig had
been studying the folk life of the Danish people since his early
twenties. Grundtvig's notion of folk life, however, as influenced by
the German Idealist philosopher Friederich W. J. von Schelling, 27
carries powerful Romantic overtones of nationalism, which was and
is widespread among nineteenth and twentieth century Europeans.
Grundtvig's notion of folk life entails a theory of "spirit" [And], not
to be confused with the Holy Spirit [Helligand], as the life force
immanent and emergent in one's cultural identity, a "universalhistorical"28 development of a people. In a sense, folk life is the
medium that clothes and embodies this spirit. In Grundtvig's
theory, language is the means by which spirit expresses itself in folk
life. Ideally, an individual ought to be able to specify an awareness
of himself or herself in spirit. This is not so that one can then control
the fortunes of spirit, but so that one might be able to align oneself
with the directions of spirit and thus fulfill one's personal destiny. 29
The fact that Grundtvig favored oral over written communication
perhaps can be understood in light of this theory of spirit. 30 Oral
communication is immediately one with spirit, while a text seeks to
mediate a truth of spirit, and is thus one step removed from spirit's
immediacy. We can see how this theory would coalesce with
Grundtvig's preference of the gospel's truth as found in the oral
tradition of the church and not the written text of the scriptures.
Spirit is expressed in and through individuals who are corporately
bound in a common identity not by means of consent, as the AngloAmerican tradition of political liberalism suggests, but by means of
destiny. Hence, for Grundtvig, the peoples of the North have a vital
role to play in world history, and their awakening by means of a folk
high school education should ensure this calling. Grundtvig sees
each specific folk life as expressing a certain outlook on life or
Anskuelse. 31 Grundtvig's anthropology thus identifies humanity as a
"divine experiment," an expression of spirit which for any given
people is mediated by a folk life whose language and mythology
offer a specific Anskuelse.
While we might appraise Grundtvig's notion of spirit as
excessively vitalistic and perhaps empirically unwarranted, it can
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serve as a bridge by which to understand how the Christian outlook
on life (Anskuelse) ought to relate to one's cultural identity. The
mature Grundtvig, with typical nineteenth century optimism,
affirmed that when the North awakens to its distinctive, spiritual
role in world history it would hearken to the "Mosaic-Christian"
Anskuelse. 32 Indeed, in his first public call for a folk high school in
1832, he acknowledges that the purpose of such a "civic and noble
academy" 33 would be to enable the common people to relate to the
nation's cultural heritage by addressing the pressing needs for
literacy, good communication skills, and social identity and
responsibility. Grundtvig envisioned the folk school as a place
primarily geared for self-awareness or cultural perspective,
"consciousness-raising" as we might express it, and not for academic
or even vocational training.
When criticized that he conflated the goals of a distinctively
Christian mission with that of developing folk identity, Grundtvig
responded that given the fact that human nature is inescapably
packaged in a cultural identity of folk life, Christians must either
presuppose folk life, and thus build on it, or in fact create it by
awakening it within the common people, stirring its power for social
transformation and responsibility. 34 Indeed, one could not hope for
the maturation of Christians apart from seeking to build up mature
human beings. At heart, Grundtvig's notion of folk life as the
common identity that individuals share suggests a reciprocal ethic of
responsibility: I am not free if you are not free.35 Not only one's
identity in Christ rules out individualism, but also built into the very
fabric of one's cultural identity is the ontological and ethical truth of
reciprocity between human beings. For Grundtvig, then, there can
be no dichotomy between Christian living and human living. I
suspect that Grundtvig would agree that biological humanity is a
presupposition of spiritually self-aware, "enlightened" humanity in
which one recognizes one's calling in the light of one's given folk
life. Conversely, this latter state is the presupposition of Christian
identity. The Christian's social responsibility, then, is to further
human self-awareness in the context of one's social, cultural, and
linguistic setting.
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Conclusion
After Grundtvig' s conversion in early 1811 his spirituality would
always be anti-rationalistic and be influenced at least to some degree
by pietism, particularly in his sermons. It was, however, his study of
Irenaeus as anti-gnostic and profoundly pro-human that would
expand his view of "Bible Christianity" and evolve his mature
religious outlook into a powerful, life-affirming spirituality. When
combined with his linguistic and historical research and his
newfound quest in the early 1830s for the amelioration of the Danish
peasantry and working class, this spirituality would lead him to
affirm the Christian's civic responsibility as promoting human wellbeing as it is grounded in folk life. Early in his intellectual career,
Grundtvig was an apologist, seeking to defend Christian truth in the
face of the threat of secularism. By 1832, Grundtvig was convinced
that the primary Christian duty is not to aim to convert secularists
but to work with them when their goals are focused on social
welfare, as Christians' goals should likewise be.
In light of H. Richard Niebuhr's categories, Grundtvig moved
from a "Christ transforming culture" position (as an apologist) to
that of a "Christ and culture in paradox" position. The early
Grundtvig sought to christianize culture in service of the gospel.
The later Grundtvig accepted culture as a structure of God's created
order for humans, a form of life that can complement the Christian
message, despite the fact that sometimes tensions exist between
culture and faith. From his own perspective, Grundtvig never turns
away from apostolic Christianity. Rather, he expands apostolic
Christianity's potential, as based on Irenaeus, to affirm human life
for its own sake. The Christian should honor the world for its own
sake, and work to make it better where it can be improved.
Grundtvig would see this task of one of endeavoring to establish and
further good stewardship of the resources, both human and natural,
that are given us. His work antedates the Hegelian-Marxist
tendency to habitually translate issues of social inequities into justice
issues, struggles between "haves" and "have nots," a position that
has so markedly influenced the liberation ethics of much of
contemporary Christian social ethics. Of course, this does not mean
that Grundtvigians would or must reject the Marxist outlook. It
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does mean, however, that the Grundtvigian perspective on the goal
of civic responsibility as maximizing effective stewardship of human
resources might somehow be able to serve as a less polarizing, more
inclusive and contextual way of addressing some issues of social
inequity.
Grundtvig's spirituality suggests that the distinctively Christian
promise of a new humanity does not mean that the old humanity is
worthless but is instead worthwhile and precious and that it can be
transfigured by means of the Christian gospel. The Christian's civic
responsibility, in light of this truth, is to advance the good structures
that further human life in society and creation and to cooperate with
those non-Christian social forces that likewise seek to empower
people. 36
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